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Abstract

At any moment while light is passing through translucent glass, the hazy and obscured
beauty of its dull shine awakens my sense of nostalgia. The work that I will pursue for
my Thesis exhibition will involve the use of cast glass and printing processes on paper
from cast glass surfaces to investigate personal narratives drawn from memories. There
is a beauty that is quiet in those moments that trigger personal memories of certain
times and places that I do not want to let go of.
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Introduction

Beijing, the city where I was born, has changed dramatically in the last two decades.
Both spiritually and physically, these changes penetrate into everyone’s daily life.
People who were born in the 80’s are called the “Nostalgic Generation”. They are not
yet grown up, but their memories have already been blurred or even been forgotten.
Being one of this generation, I do not have any ability to change the social reality; I
cannot rebuild the historic houses which have been torn down. By working with glass,
however, I can examine the power of calling forth memories and the sorrow of losing
them.

Collecting and drawing found objects are the ways I record my life. With a natural
instinct to extract meaning from narrative, I also find these activities to be the
inspiration of my work. I am inspired by the way that fragmented details of daily life
relate to the blurred paintings by Luc Tuymans, whose strong sense of metaphor
embodies all kinds of complex intellectual content, memories and experiences. I want
to incorporate the drawings and illustrations which come from my personal life
experience into the surface treatment and imaging techniques of glass. They are each
important as individual compositions, but also indispensably important to the whole.
This approach will let the viewer experience the hazy images in different layers through
glass. In addition, I will merge three-dimensional forms with two-dimensional modes of
narrative application to emphasize a sense of the forgotten memories. My whole body
of work will be represented by kiln-fomed glass and will be based on a story line which
relates to my memories and nostalgic feelings.
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My graphic design background has fostered a love of the printmaking process. The
significance of printing is repetition and continuity. Through previous works, I was
attempting to find my way to combine glass and printmaking. I have tried both photo
resist and silk-screen process for printing images on glass, but neither of them lived up
to my expectations. I still believe, though, that ink has to be related to paper during the
printing process. The work <Series of Repetition> of Xu Bing enlightened my interest in
the visual language which is derived from the surface treatment of glass. Each material
for printmaking has its own unique language. By working with glass, it could be both
relief and intaglio plate. I intend to focus on the arrangement and composition of the
glass for printmaking, in order to transfer the story which is carried by glass work onto
paper by rubbing print.

For printmaking, painting, and also the installation work relating to memories and home,
I will research the artists such as Xu Bing, Kiki Smith, Lin Tian Miao, Louise Bourgeois,
Eva Hesse, Luc Tuymans and Anne Wilson, among others. I will look into the traditional
technique of rubbing print to inspire and support my work.
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Building the Concept

Time covers things over, effaces detail, blurs form. "What was" becomes invisible
except to those who know how to look for it. – Stephen Owen

In the spring of 2010 my mother was assaulted by gangsters in our hometown of Beijing,
China. The doctors did not know if she would survive her injuries. My mother was in a
coma as a result, and after more than two weeks in the hospital, my whole family was
racked with suffering and fear out of worry for her. My mother started to improve after
surgeries and treatment and I could finally see smiles appear on the faces of my family.
My mother’s hospital room was on the fourteenth floor and had a large balcony
overlooking the part of the city of Beijing where my father grew up. During this time
Beijing was going through a period where much of the older parts of the city were being
demolished and modern buildings were taking over. I spent a lot of time on that balcony
with my father, listening to stories of his childhood and he would point out the places
below that he remembered, even though there are only half walls left... As the weeks
progressed, we watched as the construction slowly ate away at the memories of my
father’s childhood. At night, on the balcony we could still hear the bell of the old clock
tower of Beijing Station, it’s deep, resonating ring floating over the air and into the
hearts of the people of the city.

My mother’s time in the hospital proved to be a turning point for me. Watching my
mother in her hospital bed and not knowing if she would live to tell me more stories,
and spending time with my father on the balcony watching his memories disappear
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before our eyes, made me realize memories are fragile. Because of this, I feel very
strongly about making work that talks about the preservation of memory.

I have loved to hear stories from my parents and older relatives about their life since I
was little, but because so much of the physical evidence of their memories has been
destroyed, it is hard for me to get a full picture in my mind of the childhood that they so
longingly remember. Many modern documentaries and books about the history and old
stories of Beijing that I have read, have taken the rich history and tradition of the people
and oversimplified it, using predictable, shallow symbols to represent an ancient and
complex culture. This approach creates a watered-down version of the past that no
longer represents the people of the city, or their lifestyle and memories. This effectively
erases the soul of the landscape, the historic sites and people living in this beautiful city.

There are two books that talk about memories of Beijing in a way that resonates with
me in how they talk about these memories as being attached to all of the senses. These
books are Beijing Hu by Jiang De Ming

1

and The City Gates Open by Bei Dao 2. They

talk about the flavors, smells and sounds of the city, the changing seasons, and the
dappled shadows of the trees on the building walls.

Beijing Hu is a book that combined many essays from different writers of 1919-1949. In
the detailed descriptions of the beautiful views, attractive objects, and the small rituals

Jiang De Ming (simplified Chinese: 姜德明; traditional Chinese: 姜德明; pinyin: Jiāng Dé Míng. born in
Tianjin, 1929). Famous editor, collector. Vice-chairman of the Chinese Institute of Prose.
Bei Dao (simplified Chinese: 北岛; traditional Chinese: 北島; pinyin: Běi Dǎo; literally "Northern Island",
born August 2, 1949) is the pen name of Chinese poet Zhao Zhenkai (S: 赵振开, T: 趙振開, P: Zhào
Zhènkāi). He was born in Beijing. He chose the pen name because he came from the north and because of
his preference for solitude. Bei Dao is the most notable representative of the Misty Poets, a group of
Chinese poets who reacted against the restrictions of the Cultural Revolution.
1

2
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of daily life, it presents Beijing in every sense as a city full of charm. Those details
charmed me from one story to another, and brought me into those spaces and times
that do not exist any more. Each essay is just like each Siheyuan (a courtyard with
houses); they are connecting and overlapping with others, and finally converged into
the whole city. I could feel a very strong sense of “fragmentation” while I was reading
this book, which made me relate it to the concept of “The aesthetics of fragments” in
the book Remembrance -The Experience of the Past in Classical Chinese Literature,
written by Stephen Owen. “A fragment is a part of something, but not simply a
component or organ of the whole.” He says, “The fragment points backward; it is a part
that survives the dissolution of some whole: we read in it a breaking apart, and it draws
our attention to the empty spaces around its jagged periphery. It is a ‘shard’: its relation
to the whole is asymmetrical.”

3

I was extremely touched by the beauty of the

“fragment” because it exists as a “pointer” to me; it guides me back to my blurred,
fragmented memories and enables me to imagine and explore the way it used to be.
Even the process of remembering is full of uncertainty; it evokes more possibilities of
creation and emotional response in my work.

Author Bei Dao of The City Gates Open writes, “Crickets chirped in the grass of the
cemeteries, boys in military uniforms got into fights outside school gates, and the
crowd at the Huguo Temple Cinema walked through Hundred Flowers Alley at closing
time. Each night, donkeys were driven through the alleys from the eastern city all the
way to the west.”

4

These books provide a depth of memory that is absent in other

modern books that I have read. I feel the details in this book really show the importance
Stephen Owen (1986), Remembrance: The Experience of the Past in Classical Chinese Literature:
Fragments (pp. 66), Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England, Harvard University Press.
Bei Dao (2010), The City Gates Open, Oxford University Press.
3

4
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of the feeling of childhood and I was really touched by the sincerity of the author. While
I was reading it I could feel the author’s words as if they were painting a picture filled
with many layers of life and sensory experience that is only evident in a city full of
memory. He made the map three-dimensional by letting readers respond to his
nostalgic feeling. This author also writes, “Today’s Beijing is the living model of a
modern metropolitan city utterly separated from the memories of my childhood,” he
said. “I have become a stranger on my own soil.” Thereupon, he attempted to
“reconstruct a city in words.” This is the most important sentence to me because I want
to try to reconstruct the nostalgic feeling of my memory through my work.

I was born in 1986 at the beginning of the economic boom in China that still continues
today. I remember watching old parts of the city that had been around for hundreds of
years, get systematically demolished, and replaced with large modern buildings, over
the course of my childhood. It seemed that each time another section of the city was
destroyed, it wiped away my memory of the existence of the old city, leaving only an
empty blank space where I knew something important used to exist and a sense of
longing to find what had been lost. It was like watching a beautiful garden being slowly
erased by an invisible hand.

9

5

The empty space of our memory belongs to modern society nowadays. In the face of
the blank slate of memory we left so many things behind, yet we weave the rest of them
back and try to make them beautiful. The blank slate of memory, no matter the specific
memory to me or the common memory to all, has the opportunity to infuse a new life
through the creation process.

Reuber, Paul. Beijing's Hutongs and Siheyuan. The Canadian Architect 43. 10 (Oct 1998): 40-43.
http://search.proquest.com/textgraphic/213349447/TextPlusGraphics/9?accountid=108
5
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Thesis Work

“I dedicate my life to drawing emotion, as seen through the eyes of an ordinary Chinese
man, because I love my hometown. I love the beautiful landscape of my country and
every living creature in it. After many years of putting this emotion into my drawings and
poems, I realize

that what I have been pursuing is peace.” -- Qi Baishi

6

Many memories dissolve over time, becoming a shadow of what they once were.
However, there are memories that punctuate everyone’s life and continue to stay strong
through the passage of time. They tend to be memories that are moving, sentimental
and even painful. Though my own memories are different from others, they are what I
make work about and how I share what I have gained from these memories with others
sincerely. I feel that memories are created by two things: time and specific objects or
moments. These are what trigger my memories and influence the work that I make. I
like to think of the work that I make in two different categories. The first is the pate-deverre leaf rings I display on the floor and the wall-mounted wreaths; pieces related to
memory and time. The second are the solid castings which are more about memories of
phyisical objects or scenery.

Time

Qi Baishi (simplified Chinese: 齐白石; traditional Chinese: 齊白石; pinyin: Qí Báishí; Wade–Giles: Ch'i Paishih) (January 1, 1864 – September 16, 1957) was an influential Chinese painter. The subjects of his
paintings include almost everything, commonly animals, scenery, figures, toys, vegetables, and so on. He
theorized that "paintings must be something between likeness and unlikeness, much like today's vulgarians,
but not like to cheat popular people". In his later years, many of his works depict mice, shrimp or birds.
6
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Kilnworking can be a very time consuming glass technique. The moldmaking, firing,
annealing and coldworking process all require patience. This technique fits my
personality. I like the calm and deliberate pace it sets me at. When I am working in this
way I feel humbled and inspired to make my work the best quality that I can. In addition,
I feel it is fitting that this is a time consuming process because my work is about the
passage of time and how it affects our memory. It is the gentleness, slow-pace and
homespun feeling of memories from the past that I try to project through my work.

Collecting the tree leaves is the way I record the memories of my two years living in the
United States and it is also a continuation of my previous work. The seasonal changing
of trees is an analogy for birth, life and death. It is a philosophy that life is constantly
changing yet repeating, in a continuous circle. No matter where I go in the world, this
will remain constant and I find this comforting. I choose to make leaves using the patede-verre technique because I feel it best conveys the feeling of slow disintegration and
decay that fallen leaves have. Even the process itself, using the same kiln and the same
firing schedule each time, serves as its own practical and metaphorical instance of my
interest within the cyclical nature of things. During firing, the pate-de-verre will shrink
and small holes form naturally due to the characteristic of the material. To me, this
echoes the natural change of leaves from fresh and new to old and decaying. My work,
through process, inherently replicates this transformation.

Tea is another important element in my work. There is a Chinese saying, “Firewood, rice,
oil, salt, sauce, vinegar and tea are the seven necessities to begin the day” 7. Though

The seven necessities (Chinese: 開門七件事) stem from the phrase "Firewood, rice, oil, salt, sauce,
vinegar and tea are the seven necessities to begin a day". The Chinese phrase "seven necessities" literally
7
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tea is the last on the list, we can still see the importance of tea in daily life. To me,
drinking tea is a habit and it is a way to slow down the fast pace of life. Also the lengthy
production process of tea making shows the importance of time. Staining pate-de-verre
leaves with tea is like being able to put a little bit of that philosophy of slowing things
down into a glass representation of a tree leaf. Because the pate-de-verre leaves look
like they are decaying, the tea staining process adds life to them as a surface treatment;
the stain of the tea penetrating into the porous, matte surface of the glass. This is also a
reference to time as the stain will become richer the longer the pate-de-verre sits in the
tea. This passive process of staining - allowing the tea to do the work of staining
instead of an active process that requires me to do the work - I think of as a way of
putting my sense of context as an artist to the side and allowing the glass to achieve its
essence naturally and on its own.

Objects and Scenery

In our memories the backround is always blurred. So when people are trying to
remember something the memories usually exist as fragments. In the book, Six Records
from a Floating Life 8, by Shen Fu 9, we can see the author has collected all his
memories of a very specific time and scenery. So when his memory is triggered by

a

means "開 open; 門 door; 七 seven; 件事 items" when translated, which is an old Chinese saying. They
include firewood (柴 chái), rice (米 mĭ), oil (油 yóu), salt (鹽 yán), sauce (醬 jiàng), vinegar (醋 cù), tea (茶
chá). The seven necessities were made popular in modern tea culture due to the fact the beverage was
mentioned as one of the seven necessities of Chinese life.
Six Records of a Floating Life (Chinese, 浮生六記 pinyin: Fú Shēng Liù Jì) is an autobiographical novel by
Shen Fu (沈復, 1763–1825) who lived in Changzhou (now known as Suzhou) during the Qing Dynasty. The
six chapters are, namely, Wedded Bliss, The Little Pleasures of Life, Sorrow, The Joys of Travel,
Experience (missing), and The Way of Life (missing). Only four of its six parts survive.
Shen Fu (simplified Chinese: 沈复; traditional Chinese: 沈復; pinyin:Shěn Fù, 1763-1810?) was a Chinese
writer in the Ch'ing dynasty.
8

9
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very specific object, that object brings into focus all the fragmented memories that have
been blurring over time.

Througought Chinese history, civilization has relied on carving inscriptions into stone as
a way of preserving the memory of its history and culture. The traditional media for
rubbing prints are stone, bone, metals and jade, which are not translucent materials. I
am interested in using glass to create narrative scenes similar to these traditional
rubbings and utilizing the translucency of the material to show layered images.

I have brought these ideas into my work by first creating two dimensional, narrative,
cast glass plates with imagery on both sides of the plate and using the translucency of
the glass to show the layers of memory. I then transfer the images from both sides of
the glass plates to a long scroll of paper by taking rubbings off the panels using
Chinese ink. Through this process, I have been laying out all of images which related to
my memories, clarifying and documenting them so that this object will permanently hold
the many elements of memory important to me and prevent them from fading over time.
I also have made cast glass shoes and swallows, which are significant objects in my life,
for guiding the viewer into the work that I have described above.

Translucency, being another unique quality of glass that I am using to express my ideas,
usually gives me a feeling of solitude and quiet when I see the light coming through the
glass peacefully. I chose to make glass swallows and shoes and use these as a
metaphor for objects that carry memories. The first character of swallow in Chinese is
the old name for Beijing. Therefore, I chose the swallow as a representational symbol
for my hometown. Shoes are ordinary objects for my generation - as well as the
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generation my parents belong to - and I use these as a metphor for group or collective
memory. I chose to cast them out of glass because I feel that I associate glass with the
reflection of group memories and feelings. The swallows and shoes also act as
narrators within my thesis show and invite the viewer into the work that I have created.

My background and interest in graphic design (and specifically book design) is the
reason that I feel that I must document my memories in this particular way. Also since
glass is so fragile and can break at any time, having a copy of these memories
preserved in paper is important to me and speaks to the fragility of memory and the
importance of maintaining its integrity for the future.

The glass printing plates that I created combine my interest in graphic design and book
design with glass sculpture. I made one layer of plates that are in relief and two layers
of plates that are intaglio plates. When I transferred the image from the plates to paper I
found the contrast between the glass plates and the prints to be very interesting
because you can see multiple layers of imagery due to the translucency of the glass,
but you can only see one layer of imagery on the final print. The relationship between
the panels and the prints not only shows the different quality of the materials, but also
makes the content of the work full of uncertainty. The idea of layering images to
express that memories are layered and overlap each other in our minds is important to
me because I want to show the difference between memory, as it exists in our minds
and memory translated into physical form. To show this difference, I have decided to
place the grouped cast panels in an order that is different from the way that they were
made and intended to be exhibited and to create a print of these “out of order”
memories.
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Conclusion

Remembering is a way to show that feelings are ongoing states of mind. This kind of
feeling will change over time as we experience new things and people leave or enter our
lives. To me the whole thesis process is a way to look back at the place where I used to
live. I can remember the things that happened around me and reflect on the boundary
between personal memory and group memory. I can acknowledge how these memories
overlap and intertwine with each other, become blurred, and finally find clarity,
definition, and new meaning through my thesis work.

The tea staining is a very important process which runs like a thread throughout all of
my work for my thesis exhibition. Infusing, brushing, and waiting. After applying the tea
over and over, the glass surface looses the brightness it had when it was fresh out of
the kiln and becomes more mild and gentle. It made the glass take on a rich yet subtle
variation that compliments the content of my work perfectly. The first panel is more
about personal memory. It shows a garden in a yard, which comes from my childhood
memories. The second panel is about group memory. It is a view of the location where
the city gates used to be. This location has a huge influence to the people who have
lived in Beijing for multiple generations. By making prints from these panels I am trying
to capture the scenery from my personal memory and also show it in relation to scenery
that exists in group memory. Additionally, the staining process reminds me of
developing photographic film.

Watching the color of the tea become denser over time

and the images begin to gradually appear, I am full of uncertainty and expectation. Time
effects our life and changes the objects and scenery which we are familier with. It
leaves a memorial thread that lets us remember what used to be important in our lives.
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And we can always trace these memories back through the fragmented images in our
mind. Being far away from my hometown through these years, make me realize how
profoundly the traditional Chinese culture affects me. It is something deeply rooted in
my blood and my soul, which I can never forget. It guides the way I work, my sense of
expression, and all the finishing and presentation.

I chose glass powder as the raw material for creating the work that is related to time
because the powder is closer to “Chen” (尘), which in Chinese means dust or earthly life
and is also a veriable state of matter. It contains the meaning of life. In Xu Bing’s work
10

, “Where Does the Dust Itself Collect” he uses the quotation from a Zen poem that

reads:

The Bodhi (True Wisdom) is not like the tree;
The mirror bright is nowhere shining;
As there is nothing from the first,
Where does the dust itself collect?

Xu Bing (Chinese: 徐冰 b. 1955) is a Chinese-born artist, resident in the United States since 1990. He
currently resides in Beijing, where he serves as the vice-president of the Central Academy of Fine Arts. He
is most known for his printmaking skills and installations pieces, as well as his creative artistic use of
language, words, and text and how they have affected our understanding of the world.
10
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The poem shows the nothingness and emptiness of Asian aesthetics, and also
discusses the relationship between the material world and the spiritual world, which has
great influence on my working process. In my work the powder fuses to form the shape
of leaves or other similar shapes that over time will begin to desintegrate and eventually
turn back into powder or dust. “Chen”, as a philosophy of life, is always directing the
way I am living and how I experience the world.

Xu Bing (2004, 2011), Where Does the Dust Itself Collect? 何处若尘埃？
http://www.xubing.com/index.php/site/projects/year/2004/where_does_the_dust_itself_collect
11
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Works

Bai | ⽩白
Kiln-formed glass, Mix-media, Tea, 2013
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Evanescing Scenery No. 1 | 消逝的风景 No.1
Kiln-formed glass, Tea, 2013
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Evanescing Scenery No. 2 | 消逝的风景 No.2
Kiln-formed glass, Tea, 2013
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Flowing Scenery | 流动的风景
Chinese ink on paper, 2013
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Before the Dawn | 晓
Kiln-formed glass, Mix-media, Tea, 2013
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Through September to April No. 2

| 九月至四月 No.2

Kiln-formed glass, Tea, 2012
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Remembrance | 念
Kiln-formed glass, Tea, 2012

26

Remembrance | 念 (details)
Kiln-formed glass, Tea, 2012
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Fragmented Chapters | 断章
Kiln-formed glass, Paper, Tea, 2013
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Fragmented Chapters | 断章 (details)
Kiln-formed glass, Paper, Tea, 2013

30

